Appendix E

Documentation of historic and recent changes to flooding and water quality
conditions by longtime resident of Elk River, Kristi Wrigley. As presented
to the ISRP May 5, 2003.
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Farmers set the standard for water-quality protection

By Tony Francois and John Hewitt
California Farm Bureau Federation

Much has been said recently about water quality
and agriculture, and the current regulatory actions be-
ing considered by the Central Valley Regional Water
Quality Board. While the heart of the storm may bg fo-
cused on the Central Valley right now, the regional
water boards in most of California’s major agricultur-
al areas are initiating various types of programs to more
formally regulate the quality of waters discharged from
irrigated farms and pastures.

For the past 30 years, water-quality regulators and ac-
tivists have been focused on reducing the impacts of var-
ious municipal and industrial waste discharges on wa-
ter quality. These efforts have been so successful that
many view agriculture as now being the leading source
of certain types of water-quality impairments, and the
focus of regulators and radical environmentalists has
been on farmers more than ever.

A point that has been overlooked to a large degree in
the recent debates is that the scope of actual water-qual-
ity impairments from farming is not well understood.
This question is the subject of current studies that are
seeking a better understanding of the relationship be-
tween irrigation return flows and water quality. In or-
der to effectively regulate, it will be necessary for the
boards to have accurate and useful scientific informa-
tion about the impacts of irrigation return flows on
water quality. It will also continue to be necessary for
the boards to develop their understanding of farming
practices and limitations, so that whatever the ultimate
stable regulatory solution is, it works and reflects the
realities of farming.

Formal water-quality regulation by the regional wa-
ter boards is an innovation that comes at a time when
new air-quality regulation, soaring workers’ compen-
sation insurance rates, poor economic conditions, and

inequitable competition from foreign producers (who

face none of these challenges) all vie for the distinction
of being agriculture’s current worst enemy.

But what is not new is the basic premise that among
neighbors on a stream, the upstream neighbor has a ba-
sic. responsibility not to xmpau' the downstream neigh-
bor’s water use th or tresp And while
memglonalwmerboardsmaybenewmthescene, farm-
ers are familiar with a host of water-quality protections
overseen by county agricultural commissioners related
to use of pesticides, and with the use of best manage-
ment practices as a result of educational outreach by
University of California Cooperative Extension, resource
conservation districts, pest control advisors, local col-

laborative watershed efforts and many other sources.

County Farm Bureaus throughout the state have been
instrumental in providing critical information to the re-
gional boards as they embark into the unfamiliar wa-
ters of agricultural regulation. California Farm Burean
has been tracking and supporting these county activities
and has been actively involved in the proceedings in
the Central Valley dealing with how irrigation return-
flow quality will be regulated. While the broad out-
lines of a regulatory program appear to be in place in
some areas of the state, quite a bit of give and take re-
mains before the final details are in place. Ultimately,
these regulatory programs need:to be stable solutions

erations on water quality. Quite the contrary, it has
proven a challenging task to catalog all of the various
locally driven and effective voluntary efforts that farm-
ers have undertaken to protect water quality. As we move
forward, a critical task for farmers will be to more care-
fully document what they are already doing, individu-
ally and in coordination with others, so that we can bet-
ter educate legislators, regulators, journalists and the
public about how proactive farmers have been in pro-
tecting water quality.

As farmers and ranchers look to the future, we must
continue to take a proactive approach to protecting wa-
ter quality. We may expect to have disagreements over

As farmers and ranchers look to the
future, we must continue to take a
proactive approach to protecting
water quality.

that are based upon the unique aspects of the agricultural
community and pmtect the environment without involving
unnecessary or non- ficial cost, b acy and
busywork.

Regardless of the current controversy over the Central
Valley board’s approach to this problem, it is critical for
farmers to focus on the long-term and fundamental is-
sues of water quality. As the state’s truest and most ded-
icated conservationists, protecting the beneficial uses of
the ‘state’s waters is an important priority for farmers!
Experience has shown that when faced with specific wa-
ter-quality challenges, farmers and agricuitural organi-
zations are problem solvers who get the job done.
Examples include the Central Valley’s Rice Pesticide and
Grasslands Bypass programs, the statewide Dairy Quality
Assurance Program and the Coalition of Central Coast
County Farm Bureaus.

It is unfortunate that much of the public discussion
about agricultural water quality has taken place with the
assumpuonthatfanncrsdumthmgmprth(wmcrqual—
ity because formal regulations and permitting systems
have not been in the place in the past. With that as-
sumption, the cry of radical environmentalists and
overzealous legislators has been that it is time for farm-
ers and ranchers to finally submit to regulatory control
of irrigation-water discharges.

This assumption is quite false, however. Farmers have
not sat idly by and ignored the impacts of farming op-

‘what is 'y to protect particular downstream wa-
ter users, and these questions will require local under-
standing and resolution. Funding and sound scientific
data and analysis will be necessary to answer these ques-
tions, and the questions will not be successfully an-
swered if it is simply assumed that farmers will pay the
freight for unnecessary monitoring and reporting. In the
end, we will have to help answer these questions at
the scientific level to avoid over-protective and pro-
hibitively costly regulations.

But it must be beyond doubt that farmers and ranch-
ers will continue to set the standard in protecting their
downstream neighbors from any actual unreasonable
impacts from agricultural practices. As the regulatory
process moves forward, lack of confidence in this propo-
sition by regulators or significant numbers of legisla-
tors will result in more and more unworkable and un-
productive regulation.

(Tony Francois is CFBF director of water resources
policy and John Hewitt is CFBF watershed coordinator.)
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